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How It All Began
Now	China	 is	on	everyone’s	 radar	and	Chinese	 legal	 issues	appear	daily	










Jerry’s	 involvement	 in	 Chinese	 law	 began	 in	 1960,	 hardly	 an	 auspicious	
time:	 The	 U.S.	 had	 no	 diplomatic	 relations	 with	 the	 People’s	 Republic	 of	
China	 (“Red	 China”),	 and	 most	 Americans	 were	 deeply	 anti-Communist.	
Jerry	had	served	as	editor-in-chief	of	the	Yale Law Journal,	had	clerked	for	two	
years	at	 the	Supreme	Court,	 for	 Justice	Felix	Frankfurter	and	Chief	 Justice	
Earl	 Warren,	 and	 then	 worked	 at	 Covington	 &	 Burling	 in	 Washington.	 As	
he	started	his	first	 teaching	 job	at	U.C.	Berkeley,	Jerry	 seemed	destined	 for	
a	conventional	career	teaching	constitutional	and	perhaps	international	 law.	
But	 when	 the	 Rockefeller	 Foundation	 decided	 to	 fund	 training	 for	 a	 new	
generation	in	Chinese	studies,	including	law,	Jerry’s	Berkeley	dean	looked	for	
a	faculty	member	willing	to	pursue	the	opportunity.	Understandably,	no	one	





Alison W. Conner	 is	professor	of	 law	and	director	of	 international	programs	at	the	William	S.	
Richardson	School	of	Law,	University	of	Hawai‘i	at	Mānoa.	In	this	essay,	I	have	quoted	from	






er li),	 and	 in	 1960	 he	 began	 his	 study	 of	 the	 Chinese	 language.	 The	 fourth	
year	of	his	fellowship	(1963–64)	he	spent	doing	research	in	Hong	Kong,	the	
closest	he	could	get	to	mainland	China.	When	he	and	his	family	returned	to	





U.S.,	 along	 with	 a	 few	 other	 scholars,	 such	 as	 Stanley	 Lubman	 and	 David	
Buxbaum.	 His	 1968	 book,	 The Criminal Process in the People’s Republic of China, 
1949–63,2	 for	 example,	 was	 based	 on	 the	 interviews	 he	 conducted	 with	
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In	 addition	 to	 his	 scholarly	 publications,	 Jerry	 has	 also	 sought	 a	 wider	











Since	 1990,	 Jerry	 has	 taught	 at	 New	 York	 University,	 where	 he	 also	 co-
directs	 the	 U.S.-China	 Law	 Institute.	 But	 many	 of	 his	 students	 know	 him	
from	the	Chinese	law	courses	he	introduced	at	Harvard,	where	he	taught	from	
1964	 to	 1979	 full-time	and	as	 a	 short-term	visitor	 thereafter.	When	 I	 started	
law	 school	 in	 1970,	 Professor	 Kingsfield	 was	 alive	 and	 well,	 and	 most	 law	
schools—especially	schools	like	Harvard—were	very	different	from	the	kinder,	
















ends	 his	 talks	 with	 “Comrades,	 give	 me	 your	 criticisms!”	 but	 he	 genuinely	
welcomes	 questions	 and	 comments	 and	 always	 leaves	 time	 for	 them.	 Jerry	
would	sometimes	declare	that	“I	learn	from	you”	(wo xiang ni xuexi),	but	in	fact	









Small	 wonder	 that	 Jerry	 attracted	 so	 many	 students	 then	 or	 that	 his	 NYU	
courses,	now	 that	we	can	actually	do	business	 in	China,	are	often	 standing	
room	only.































Perhaps	 Jerry’s	 mentoring	 style	 is	 really	 an	 Asian	 one,	 with	 all	 that	
entails	 (“one	 day	 a	 teacher,	 forever	 a	 parent”).	 Of	 course	 he	 dispensed	




and	 not	 many	 women	 students	 (about	 8	 percent	 in	 my	 class),	 although	 the	 practice	 of	
“Ladies’	Day”	had,	happily,	already	ended.	(In	some	courses,	even	in	the	1960s,	Ladies’	Day	
was	the	only	time	women	were	called	on	or	encouraged	to	speak.)
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(“You	really	must	meet…”)	and	written	countless	letters	of	recommendation	
for	his	 students	and	colleagues.	Once,	 after	 Jerry	had	 spent	a	 sabbatical	 at	
Harvard	 instead	 of	 going	 away,	 the	 dean	 asked	 him	 what	 he	 had	 written.	
“I’m	 thinking	 of	 bringing	 out	 a	 slim	 volume	 of	 recommendation	 letters,”	
Jerry	 replied—but	had	he	done	 so	 it	would	have	been	a	 tome.	For	many	of	







and	 he	 does	 not	 waste	 time.	 A	 classmate	 once	 praised	 his	 “skill	 in	 getting	
someone	out	of	his	office	quickly	and	having	them	feel	good	about	it,”	and	











“he	 changed	 my	 fate”).	 But	 Jerry	 modestly	 downplays	 the	 extraordinary	

























recognized	 the	 contributions	 they	 could	 make	 to	 comparative	 law	 study.	 It	
was	also	Jerry	who	raised	the	money	from	the	Mitsubishi	companies	to	fund	a	
Japanese	law	chair	at	Harvard.	The	early	recipients	were	visiting	law	professors	





and	 international	 professors,	 research	 scholars	 and	 visitors,	 all	 chaired	 by	
Jerry	in	inimitable	fashion.	No	matter	how	dry	or	narrow	a	talk	might	initially	
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By	 the	 time	 Jerry	 left	 Harvard	 in	 1979	 to	 practice	 law	 in	 Beijing,	 EALS	
occupied	some	thirteen	rooms	over	two	floors	and	included	offices,	common	
areas,	 and	 a	 kitchen;	 research	 scholars	 and	 visitors	 had	 offices,	 while	 law	
students	 had	 carrels.	 Its	 comfortable	 main	 rooms	 featured	 Asian	 art	 and	
antiques	 from	 the	 Cohens’	 own	 collection	 as	 well	 as	 from	 Harvard’s	 Fogg	
Museum.	The	beautiful	setting,	along	with	Joan	Cohen’s	expertise	and	warm	

























clear	Jerry	belonged	 in	academic	 life.	But	 it	was	a	historic	moment,	one	he	
had	been	working	towards	for	nearly	twenty	years,	and	it	presented	the	ideal	
























But	 Jerry	 is	 not	 sanctimonious,	 nor	 has	 he	 ever	 been	 blind	 to	 the	 faults	
of	our	own	legal	system.	When	some	years	ago	a	Chinese	official	asked	him,	
“What	would	you	say	if	we	criticized	the	U.S.?”	he	immediately	replied	that	







he	writes.12	Perhaps	 it	 is	 the	unique	position	he	has	 earned	 in	 the	field,	his	
personal	prestige	and	integrity	(in	Hawai‘i	it	would	be	called	his	mana)	that	
make	him	so	effective—and	that	protect	him	still.





9.	 See, e.g.,	 the	 series	 of	 articles	 Jerry	 has	 written	 for	 the	 S.	 China	 Morning	 Post	 over	
the	 last	 couple	 of	 years,	 many	 of	 them	 available	 on	 his	 blog	 at	 the	 www.usasialaw.
org	website.	You	can	also	watch	a	video	of	his	powerful	March	 15,	2010	 talk	 in	Hawai‘i,	
China,	 Soft	 Power	 and	 the	 Rule	 of	 Law,	 available at	 www.law.hawaii.edu/news-events/
professor-cohen-ewc-china-soft-power-and-rule-law.
10.	 See	 Emily	 Parker,	 Censors	 Without	 Borders,	 N.Y.	 Times,	 May	 6,	 2010,	 available at	 http://
www.nytimes.com/2010/05/16/books/review/Parker-t.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=emily%20
Parker&st=cse.
11.	 For	example,	Jerome	A.	Cohen,	Fight	 the	Good	Fight,	S.	China	Morning	Post,	Feb.	 17,	
2010,	available at	http://www.cfr.org/publication/21458/fight_the_good_fight.html.
12.	 Jerome	 A.	 Cohen,	 Viewed	 From	 Afar,	 S.	 China	 Morning	 Post,	 Oct.	 15,	 2009,	 available at 
http://www.cfr.org/publication/20413/viewed_from_afar.html.
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thinks	 there	 is	 room	 for	one	more	guest	 at	 the	dinner	 table.	His	powers	of	
persuasion	are	deservedly	legendary:	He	has	persuaded	more	people	to	go	to	
law	school,	to	take	a	chance	and	go	to	Asia,	to	practice	law	in	China,	or	to	leave	





It	 doesn’t	 hurt	 that	 Jerry	 is	 a	 dynamic	 speaker	 and	 brilliant	 raconteur	









Chairman	Mao	 to	his	 supposed	 successor	Hua	Guofeng—though	of	 course	
that	didn’t	work	out	too	well).	And	once,	after	I	had	badgered	him	relentlessly	
to	 finish	 an	 article	 I	 was	 editing	 for	 the	 Hong Kong Law Journal,	 he	 declared	
that,	“if	I	ever	need	a	bill	collected,	I’m	going	to	call	on	you!”	when	he	finally	
handed	it	over.14
















he	 exclaimed.	 Jerry	 sometimes	 quotes	 “Cohen’s	 law”:	 It’s	 not	 the	 dog	 you	
see	coming	down	the	street,	but	the	dog	you	don’t	see	that	bites	you	(on	the	
effects	of	 the	 1997	Asian	financial	 crisis	 vs.	 the	handover	of	Hong	Kong	 to	
the	PRC,	for	example).	And	if	you	arrive	late	for	an	appointment,	he	likes	to	
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